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(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org)

Alewives and Blueback Herring
Fisheries Now: alewives and blueback herring (“river herring”)
By Julia Beaty
Reviewed by Chris Bartlett, Claire Enterline, Dan Kircheis, and Rory
Saunders
Watch “Harvester perspectives on alewives, blueback herring, and
American eels in Downeast Maine (http://www.seagrant.umaine.edu/oral
historiesalewifeeel)” oral history video series.
Alewives (Alosa pseudoharengus) and blueback herring (Alosa aestivalis),
collectively referred to as river herring, are anadromous fish, which means
they spend most of their adult lives at sea but spawn in freshwater. The two
species look very similar. Fishermen usually harvest both species together
and generally do not distinguish between the two. In Downeast Maine,
alewives are more common than bluebacks and locals often use the terms
“alewives” to refer to both species.

(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/wp
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Justin Sutherland displays a blueback herring (top) and an
alewife (bottom) caught in the Orland River. Photo: Julia Beaty

Jake Sutherland harvests river herring commercially in the Orland River,
which has a relatively high abundance of bluebacks compared to most other rivers in Downeast Maine. In a recent interview
he explained the challenge in distinguishing between alewives and bluebacks:
“You can tell them apart when they are fresh but once they set for a half an hour they’re hard to tell apart. The
outside on their back has got a blue tint on the blueback and their eye sits a little bit different and their nose is a little
different. But they’re hard to tell apart. If you split them open and look at the inside of the belly, an alewife is a lighter
color where a blueback is darker, the meat. That’s one way of telling it. But just to look at them it’s hard to tell.”

Residents of Downeast Maine have harvested alewives and bluebacks in the spring during their upstream spawning
migration for centuries. To this day they retain an important role in the fishingbased economy of the region. To learn more
about the history of river herring fishing in Downeast Maine, visit the Fisheries Then
(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/fisheriesthen/) section of this site. This piece describes river herring fisheries in
Downeast Maine from the mid1990s through the present. The mid1990s could be considered the beginning of the modern
day river herring fishery in Downeast Maine, as it was around this time that many towns reopened their rivers to fishing after
closing them for several years due to concerns about overfishing.

Modern uses of river herring
River herring were once an important food item for residents of Downeast Maine. Modernday Mainers for the most part do
not have the patience to pick out the many small bones from a river herring, nor do they enjoy the “fishy” taste. The amount
of river herring currently harvested for human consumption is very small compared to the amounts historically consumed in
this area. The Downeast Salmon Federation (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/wildsalmonresourcecenter/) (a
site on the Downeast Fisheries Trail) is working to maintain the tradition of river herring as food by operating a “heritage
smokehouse” in East Machias where alewives and bluebacks are smoked after first being soaked in brine. The Downeast
Salmon Federation has worked with local harvesters and other organizations to share smoked river herring with community
members and also to bring them into local schools. Eventually these efforts led to the development of an annual river
herring celebration called the Bloater Bash. The term “bloater” refers to smoked whole river herring, which are served at the
Bash (Dwayne Shaw, personal communication).
Though river herring are no longer a popular food item, they are highly sought after for bait, especially in Maine’s lobster
fishery, the largest fishery in the state in terms of both landings and value. According to Jake Sutherland, the river herring
harvester for the town of Orland, fresh river herring make excellent lobster bait in the spring of the year. At other times of
year lobsters are not as attracted to river herring and prefer other baits such as salted Atlantic herring (a close relative of
alewives and bluebacks). According to Sutherland, this change in bait effectiveness coincides with the timing of the mid
summer lobster molt. In order to grow, a lobster must shed its exoskeleton and grow a larger one to replace it. Lobster
landings in Maine peak during midsummer when lobsters come close inshore en masse to shed their old shells. Prior to the
molt, fresh river herring bait generates high lobster catches. After the molt, river herring bait is not as effective.
River herring are also in high demand for halibut bait. Maine’s river herring and Atlantic halibut fisheries overlap in time and
space. Many Maine halibut fishermen think that when it comes to bait, “the fresher the better.” A river herring can easily go
from the river to a halibut fisherman’s hook within 24 to 48 hours (Beaty 2014).
River herring are used to a small extent as bait in recreational fisheries targeting striped bass and other sport fish. River
herring used for this purpose are mostly harvested by recreational fishermen under the provision in Maine’s fishing
regulations that allows for harvest of up to 25 river herring per day, Sunday through Wednesday, for recreational or personal
use (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2012a). The state of Maine does not keep records of recreational landings,
but the amount of river herring used for this purpose is presumably very small (Maine Department of Marine Resources
2010).
For a relatively brief period of time during the 1980s, river herring from Downeast Maine were processed into pet food. This
practice was relatively shortlived as it contributed to overharvesting in some areas (Darrell Young, personal
communication).
Economic impacts
Total revenue from the sale of river herring in Maine averaged $331,180 per year between 2009 and 2013, a substantial
increase over the previous two decades, as a result of both increased demand and increased abundances of river herring
in some rivers (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2014a; Claire Enterline, personal communication). The indirect
economic benefits of the fishery, such as providing bait for the lobster fishery, are much greater than the direct revenue to
commercial harvesters. Few studies have quantified the economic impact of river herring in the lobster fishery; however, one
recent analysis suggests that the benefits of river herring from the St. Croix River alone could be measured in millions of
dollars (Cap Log Group 2011).
The indirect economic benefits of river herring fisheries in Downeast Maine are not limited to their use as lobster bait. Rick
Welch, the fish agent for the City of Ellsworth knows that the economic benefits of river herring harvested from the Union
River are spread throughout the town in multiple ways:
“We’ve built up quite a clientele of fishermen. They’ll come from quite a long ways to get fish. [It brings in people who]
normally wouldn’t be in this town for anything else. They have their wives with them. They go shopping. They eat out.
I think in a roundabout way they brought actually a lot of business to the town. Of course the town gets a percentage
of this catch so between the two it hasn’t hurt the economy around here a bit. It really hasn’t. We have people
coming from Vinalhaven, Isle au Haut, Swans Island, even down from Beals and Jonesport, which is a pretty good
drive, because they’re reasonably sure that they’re going to get bait. It’s worked.”

Most towns that allow commercial harvest of river herring benefit directly from the fishery by charging commercial harvesters
a flat fee for the right to harvest, or a percentage of their profits.
Municipal management
The Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission (ASMFC) oversees river herring fisheries along the entire U.S. East Coast.
The Maine Department of Marine Resources (DMR) works within the ASMFC’s general guidelines to manage river herring
fisheries at the state level. For the most part, river herring fisheries in Maine are managed cooperatively between the DMR
and local municipalities (Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 2012).

(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/wp
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Darrell Young harvests alewives from Grist Mill Stream in
Franklin, Maine in May 2014. Photo: Julia Beaty

In 2014, 40 towns in Maine filed plans with the Department of Marine
Resources to manage river herring runs within their borders. Twentytwo
towns managed commercial harvests, some working together to jointly
manage fisheries in one river. Twelve towns filed rights for conservation
closures that prohibited the harvest of river herring. Six towns closed their
waters to commercial harvest of river herring, but allowed recreational
fishing. Towns with commercial harvest plans in the Downeast area in 2014
include Orland, Ellsworth, Franklin, Sullivan, Gouldsboro, Steuben,
Cherryfield, East Machias, and Perry. The Downeast towns of Pembroke
and Penobscot allow recreational, but not commercial harvest. Downeast
towns with conservation closures include Mount Desert, Tremont, Surry,
and Gouldsboro (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2014c; Claire
Enterline, personal communication).

For a town to manage a commercial river herring harvest, the DMR
requires evidence of a selfsustaining population. Towns must present at least four years’ worth of data on river herring
abundance to demonstrate that the population is large enough and stable enough to support a commercial fishery. Town
harvest plans must include conservation measures such as a 72hour weekly fishing closure and minimum escapement
goals (meaning that a certain number of fish must make it upstream past a certain location). The DMR also works with towns
to collect scale samples to determine the age of the fish and spawning frequency. This information is useful for monitoring
river herring populations. A relatively high number of “repeat spawners” is one indicator of a healthy population (Claire
Enterline, personal communication).
Most commercial harvest plans allow for harvest at a single location within the town. Rights to harvest are usually leased to
one or more individuals. Some towns designate “fish agents” or “fish committees” to oversee the harvest and provide
stewardship of the run (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2012a; Maine Department of Marine Resources 2012b).
Fishing methods
Alewives and bluebacks are harvested with many different types of gear including weirs, a variety of nets and traps, and
occasionally hook and line. Fishermen usually target them in locations where natural or manmade structures cause the fish
to gather together. For example, if a river is blocked by a dam and a fish ladder provides the only path upstream, then the
fish will congregate near the ladder. In freeflowing sections of streams and rivers they tend to gather in calm pools where
they can rest on their journey upstream. These aggregation sites can make for excellent fishing spots. Below are some
examples of the different ways in which river herring are currently harvested in Downeast Maine.
River herring are harvested from the Union River with the aid of a fish trap that was originally constructed in 1974 to aid in
salmon restoration efforts. Two dams on the river block the passage of migratory fish. The lowermost dam is a 65foot
hydroelectric dam near downtown Ellsworth. This dam is fitted with a trap designed to capture salmon and river herring so
that they can be transported around two dams and released to continue on their upstream spawning migrations. The
Ellsworth municipal management plan requires that at least 150,000 river herring be removed from the trap and transported
by truck to their upstream spawning grounds each year. Once this target is reached, most of the alewives and bluebacks
subsequently caught in the trap are sold to commercial fishermen who use them as bait for lobster and halibut (Union River
Fisheries Coordinating Committee 2010; Rick Welch, personal communication).
River herring are harvested from the Orland River in Orland, Maine with a tidal weir. Weirs are structures that block the path
of migrating fish and divert them into holding pens from which they are easily harvested. Each spring the Orland weir is built
downstream of a small dam. At low tide, water levels in the holding pen are low enough that the fish trapped inside are
exposed to the air. They are lifted by conveyor belt from the pen to the back of the truck. Lobster and halibut fishermen line

up along the river bank to buy a few hundred alewives and bluebacks at a
time to use as bait. The Orland town harvest plan includes a 72hour
weekly fishing closure. During the weekly closed period the pen is left open
on either end so that the fish are able to pass through the weir and make
their way upstream of the dam by way of two small fish ladders (Jake
Sutherland, personal communication).
Darrell Young, the river herring harvester for the town of Franklin, has
designed a trap to block the passage of fish beyond a bridge that crosses
Grist Mill Stream. Grist Mill is not a wide stream and the trap blocks the
width of it. The trap consists of a large baglike net with an opening that
faces downstream. The bottom of the net is held underwater with
(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/wp
sandbags. Before harvesting from the trap, Young and one of his
content/uploads/2014/11/low_tide_orland_alewiv
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assistants wade in the stream and walk toward the trap while banging on
River herring are captured from the Orland River with the aid
rocks in the stream bed with metal pipes, making loud noises to scare fish
of a fish weir. The weir guides the fish into a trap. At low tide
into the trap. Once the trap is full, they close it and use a large dip net to
(when this picture was taken) the trapped fish are left exposed
and are more easily transferred by conveyor belt to a truck
transfer the fish to a large wooden box. After several passes of the net, the
above. Photo: Julia Beaty
box is full of alewives and bluebacks. The fish are lifted by the bucketfull
up to the road above where they are sold to waiting customers (Darrell
Young, personal communication). The harvest plan for the town of Franklin
includes a 72hour weekly closure and requires that 100 bushels of river herring (approximately 1,200 fish) make it
upstream of the harvest location before the commercial harvest can begin (Claire Enterline, personal communication).
At Boyden Stream in Perry, alewives and bluebacks are harvested by dip
net out of a fish ladder built around a dam. On days when commercial
harvest is allowed, a screen blocks fish passage beyond the ladder,
facilitating harvest. During the 72hour weekly closed period, the screen is
removed and the fish are allowed to move upstream freely. The fish
harvested from this location are mostly sold for use as bait, but the
harvesters also give small amounts of fish to local residents for personal
use (Chris Bartlett, personal communication).
According to Ed Bassett, an environmental specialist with the
Passamaquoddy Tribe, Boyden Stream is also an important location for
harvests by tribal members. According to Bassett,
(http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/wp
content/uploads/2014/11/UnionRiverDam_alewiv
es_now.png)

“The Tribe has come to this stream at this location to harvest alewives
for thousands of years…I have harvested them in the past to eat them
A 65foot dam on the Union River near downtown Ellsworth
personally. They taste fine. They’re good, a little bony, but you just pick
blocks the passage of river herring from the sea to their
upstream spawning grounds. The two tanks in the foreground
the bones out like any other herring… If you do it right they’ll all come
are used to transport at least 150,000 river herring around two
out at once. And just this year I’ve harvested probably 30 or 40 of
dams to their spawning grounds each year. Photo: Julia Beaty
them, maybe more, to put in my garden…I usually just take them by
hand. It’s fun. I don’t get that many. I don’t eat that many. So if I wanted
a few of them I would just go in the water right here and take them by hand.”

Harvesters work to maintain runs
In locations where river herring are harvested commercially, harvesters carry out much of the stewardship work mandated in
the town management plan. In many cases, they go above and beyond what is required in the plan. Such work includes
estimating the number of river herring that make it upstream of a certain location, recording harvest data, collecting scale
samples, clearing obstacles from streams, monitoring fishways to ensure that they are in proper working order, and, in the
case of the Union River in Ellsworth, transporting a certain number of river herring by truck to Graham Lake every year.
Because river herring return to the ponds and streams where they hatched, harvesters have a major incentive to carry out
this work. Their work to maintain and build river herring populations in their local streams can lead to increased catches and
increased profits in the future.

Darrell Young, the harvester for the town of Franklin, sees harvesters as key to the success of river herring conservation in
Maine. In a recent interview, Young said, “We were looking at closure back in 2004. They were saying they were
endangered. If they had closed it then the harvesters would stop doing that work and that would end up killing it.”
The work of harvesters seems to be paying off. Most commercially harvested river herring runs in Maine are either stable or
increasing (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2010). Many harvesters have seen increases in river herring
abundances in their local rivers.
Cause for concern
Although most commercially harvested river herring runs in Maine are either stable or increasing (Maine Department of
Marine Resources 2010), river herring populations have not fully recovered to their historic abundances. In 2012 the Atlantic
States Marine Fisheries Commission performed a benchmark stock assessment of river herring throughout their range in
the U.S., which extends from Maine to North Carolina. This assessment found that both species were “depleted to near
historic lows” (Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission 2012). During the 1990s, many states along the East Coast saw
declines in river herring landings and abundance estimates from monitoring surveys.
In 2006 NOAA’s National Marine Fisheries Service (NMFS) listed both alewives and bluebacks as “species of concern”
(National Marine Fisheries Service 2009). The species of concern label triggers no special protections, but rather is meant to
call attention to pressing research needs and to encourage the consideration of proactive measures to conserve and
restore populations (National Marine Fisheries Service 2013b).
In 2011 the Natural Resources Defense Council petitioned the National Marine Fisheries Service to list both alewives and
bluebacks as endangered or threatened under the Endangered Species Act (ESA) throughout all or a portion of their range.
In 2013 NMFS decided that listing was not warranted, but committed to reexamining their status under the ESA within five
years (National Marine Fisheries Service 2013a). In the meantime, researchers are studying multiple aspects of river herring
populations.
Declines in river herring abundances along the east coast have been attributed to a variety of factors. The most pressing
threat to river herring in New England is habitat loss, fragmentation, and degradation due to the construction of dams and
other obstructions in many rivers. Dams prevent alewives and bluebacks from reaching their spawning grounds. They also
cause changes in sedimentation and alter the structure and temperature of rivers, all of which can affect fish populations
(Hall et al. 2010).
Changing predation rates may also impact river herring populations. Sport fishermen have welcomed the increased
abundance of striped bass in areas south of Maine in recent years; however, this increase has also raised concern about
predation rates on river herring. Studies on striped bass predation to date reveal inconsistent trends (National Marine
Fisheries Service 2013a).
Overfishing of river herring was not a major concern until foreign vessels began harvesting large quantities of fish off the
midAtlantic coast in the 1960s. This practice continued until the 1976 Fishery Conservation and Management Act
established the sovereign right of the U.S. to manage fisheries out to 200 miles from its shores, effectively barring foreign
fishing vessels from harvesting fish off the U.S. coasts (National Marine Fisheries Service 2009). Though river herring are
not currently the target of any atsea fisheries, they are caught at sea as bycatch in fisheries targeting other species,
including Atlantic herring and Atlantic mackerel. The Atlantic herring and mackerel fisheries rely on highvolume catches to
make profits. Highvolume harvests pose difficulties for estimating bycatch of river herring and other species. Though
uncertainty persists about the amount of river herring caught as bycatch in these fisheries, recent studies suggest that this
bycatch could pose a significant threat to alewife and blueback populations (Atlantic States Marine Fisheries Commission
2012; Bethoney et al. 2014).
The effect of climate change on river herring populations is another top research priority. Scientists predict that climate
change will affect precipitation, stream flow, and water temperature, all of which will likely impact river herring populations. An
analysis of catch data from the Northeast Fishery Science Center’s longterm bottom trawl survey suggests that the atsea
distribution of river herring has already shifted north and to greater depths as a result of warming ocean temperatures.
Additional studies are currently underway to assess other impacts that climate change may have on river herring
populations (Nye et al. 2012).

River restoration
Hydropower has a longstanding and continued relevance in Maine’s economy; however, dam removal efforts have gained
traction in recent years. The amount of spawning habitat accessible to alewives and bluebacks in Downeast Maine has
increased over the past fifteen years due to a combination of highprofile dam removals and several smaller projects to
improve fish passage at remaining dams.
A dam on the East Machias River, which had blocked most fish passage since 1926, was removed in 2000. The dam had
fallen into disrepair and posed a safety hazard, which prompted the town of East Machias to seek its removal. Dam removal
is often a costly process, but in this case a unique collaboration lead to a successful, timely, and costefficient removal. The
Downeast Salmon Federation was instrumental in raising funds for removal and a team of Air Force Reservists dismantled
the dam as a training exercise, greatly reducing the cost to the town. President Bush lauded this collaborative effort with an
award ceremony in Washington D.C. in 2002 (Natural Resources Council of Maine 2003). According to Dwayne Shaw, the
executive director of the Downeast Salmon Federation, “This community had a long heritage of connection to the river
through alewives and salmon.” This dam removal effort and other projects of the Downeast Salmon Federation have helped
to restore that connection.
In 2012 and 2013 the efforts of the Penobscot River Restoration Trust led to the removal of the Great Works dam in Old
Town and the Veazie dam in Veazie. These dams had blocked fish passage in the Penobscot River for nearly two centuries.
Around the same time a modern fish lift was installed at a remaining dam in Milford. The new fish lift operates much like an
elevator for fish. River herring and other fish were first able to use the new lift starting in 2014. As of August 4, 2014 the lift
had transported 253 endangered Atlantic salmon, 187,429 river herring, 805 American shad, 18 striped bass, and 641 sea
lamprey over the dam (Maine Department of Marine Resources 2014d). More work remains to be done, including the
construction of a bypass around an additional dam in Howland, and restoration work in tributaries of the river. The
Penobscot River watershed is the largest in the state and it is hoped that efforts to restore this river system will have wide
ranging benefits. River herring are a major focus of this restoration effort due to their widelyrecognized ecological
importance (Penobscot River Restoration Trust 2013).
The surest way to restore access to river herring spawning habitat is to remove dams; however, that is not always feasible
or desirable. In places where dam removal is not an option, access to spawning habitat can be improved by installing,
improving, and maintaining fish passage devices such as fish ladders. According to Claire Enterline, a scientist with the
Maine Department of Marine Resources, “These efforts have made really big differences in opening habitat and increasing
populations in Maine.”
The SomesMeynell Wildlife Sanctuary (http://www.somesmeynell.org/) (a site on the Downeast Fisheries Trail) has been
working to restore access to river herring spawning habitat in a watershed on Mount Desert Island where four dams still
block fish passage. The Sanctuary worked with local partners to renovate fish ladders at four dams. “We started with a run
that was pretty much defunct and brought it back up to close to 40,000 inmigrating adults,” said David Lamon, executive
director of the Sanctuary. “Each year we see a steady increase and we’re monitoring the run with community support and
volunteer efforts.” A Citizen Science Corps and students at the local high school help to collect data on the river herring runs
each year. Lamon sees community engagement as a key factor in the success of their project (David Lamon, personal
communication; Idlebrook 2007; SomesMeynell Wildlife Sanctuary 2014).
Controversy on the St. Croix
The St. Croix River forms the boundary between Maine and New Brunswick, Canada. It was once known as the Schoodic
River. The word “Schoodic” likely derived from the Passamaquoddy word skut, meaning “fire.” According to Brian Altvater,
chair of the Schoodic River Keepers and a member of the Passamaquoddy Tribe, the Schoodic River may have been
named for fires used to smoke river herring:
“Skut means fire. Skutic is kind of like a place of fire. I’ve been told by some of the elders that when they were
smoking fish by what is now called Salmon Falls in Milltown, in Calais, there were so many fires where they were
smoking alewives that at night it looked like the whole sky was on fire. Thus came the name. The English version is
Schoodic. Before the times of McDonalds and pizzas and all these fast food places, after a long winter a lot of the
supplies of food became low. The real big feed of fish came at this time of year because you had the alewives and
the blueback coming to spawn back then in the millions. And so our people took advantage of that. And that was
one of the things that sustained them. It was a sustenance for the Tribe.”

Starting in the late nineteenth century, six dams were constructed along the St. Croix, substantially diminishing the amount of
spawning habitat available to river herring and other diadromous fish and causing their populations to decline. Fishways
were installed at the dams but allowed only modest amounts of fish to access upstream areas. In 1981 a new fishway was
installed at the dam in Milltown, New Brunswick, leading to a resurgence in river herring in the area. Over 2.5 million river
herring made it above the first three dams on the St. Croix in 1987, up from approximately 169,000 in 1981 (International
Joint Commission 2008).
A coincident decline in smallmouth bass in nearby Spednic Lake alarmed many. Sportfishing for smallmouth and other
game fish had become an important part of the local economy and local residents were concerned that the resurgence of
river herring was negatively impacting smallmouth bass populations. This concern eventually led the State of Maine to pass
emergency legislation to block river herring passage at two dams on the St. Croix starting in 1995. River herring numbers
subsequently plummeted to an estimated 900 returning individuals in 2002 (Willis 2006; International Joint Commission
2008). Debates over the interactions between river herring and smallmouth bass in the St. Croix watershed and what to do
about it were contentious. Smallmouth bass are not native to the St. Croix watershed; they were likely introduced in the late
nineteenth century. By the 1980s, smallmouth populations were wellestablished and native river herring populations had
been relatively small for quite some time due to poorly maintained fish ladders at multiple dams. Little evidence existed to
support the claim that river herring had detrimental effects on smalmouth bass abundances, aside from a coincident decline
in smallmouth numbers in Spednic Lake and an increase in river herring; however, because sportfishing had become such
an important part of the local economy, even the possibility of a negative impact caused substantial concern (International
Joint Commission 2005; Willis 2006).
In 2013 the Maine state legislature passed “an Act to Open the St. Croix River to River Herring.” This Act essentially
reversed the 1995 legislation that had been so detrimental to river herring in the St. Croix. Effective fish passage was
mandated at the two dams that were impassable for almost two decades. As of 2013, river herring can now access about
50% of their historic upstream spawning habitat in the St. Croix watershed, compared to the 2% that they had access to
from 1995 until 2013 (National Marine Fisheries Service 2013b; Sharon 2013). Because river herring spend an average of
four years at sea before returning to freshwater to spawn, the benefits of restored fish passage on the St. Croix will likely not
be evident for several years. Modest returns of river herring were counted at the fish trap at the Milltown dam in 2014
(Atlantic Salmon Federation 2014).
A vital link in the Gulf of Maine food web
River herring have served many uses in Downeast Maine throughout history: as food, as bait, as fertilizer, as a symbol of
the return of spring. In recent times they have gained popularity for a new reason: the potential that they hold for the
restoration of other iconic fish species in the area.
It is increasingly recognized that restoring river herring populations to historic abundances is a necessary step in restoring
populations of their predators that have also suffered from overfishing, habitat reduction, and other human impacts.
Young river herring are an important food source for Atlantic cod, an iconic New England species whose numbers were
greatly reduced by overfishing. U.S. Fisheries Commissioner Spencer F. Baird wrote of the connection between river herring
and cod in New England in an 1873 report:
“The young [river herring] come down from the ponds in which they are hatched, from August to October, keeping up
a constant stream of the young fish. In this way a supply of alewives was to be met with throughout the greater part
of the year, and nearer the coast they furnished every inducement for the cod and other ground fish to come inshore
in their pursuit.”

A recent analysis by Ames and Lichter (2013) provides evidence that several subpopulations of Atlantic cod, haddock,
pollock, and white hake once existed in the Gulf of Maine and that the centers of these subpopulations were located at the
mouths of rivers where young river herring once exited in large numbers. According to Ames and Lichter (2013), “providing
alewives with access to their historical spawning areas will enhance the recovery of cod and other gadids and perhaps
encourage the reformation of metapopulation components along the northeastern New England coastal shelf.”
River herring could also play a key role in the recovery of endangered Atlantic salmon in Maine. At historic abundances,
river herring were likely prey for both juvenile and adult Atlantic salmon. At high abundances they may have also provided
an alternative food source for predators of Atlantic salmon (this idea is known as the prey buffer hypothesis). A variety of

management agencies, nongovernmental organizations, academics, and fishermen are now calling for a multispecies
approach to the recovery of Atlantic salmon. River herring are seen as a key component of this multispecies approach
(Saunders et al. 2006).
Rick Welch has been involved with the town of Ellsworth’s commercial river herring harvest for 33 years. In a recent
interview Welch said, “The thing of it is, up until the last five or ten years there’s been very little interest in [river herring]…Now
there’s more attention being given. The fish don’t act any different, just the people who want to know about them, I guess.”
As conservation and restoration efforts expand throughout Downeast Maine and beyond, it is hoped that river herring
populations will rebound and spread ecological, cultural, and economic benefits throughout the region.
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Trail Sites
Abbe Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/abbemuseum/)
Bad Little Falls Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/badlittlefallspark/)
Bar Harbor Town Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/barharbortownparkathadleypoint/)
Bar Harbor Town Pier (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/barharbortownpier/)
Beals Heritage Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/bealsheritagecenter/)
Bucksport Waterfront (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/bucksportwaterfront/)
Cable Pool Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/cablepoolpark/)
Carryingplace Cove (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/carryingplacecove/)
Cobscook Bay Resource Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/cobscookbayresourcecenter/)

Cobscook Bay State Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/cobscookbaystatepark/)
Craig Brook National Fish Hatchery (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/craigbrooknationalfishhatchery/)
Deer Isle – Stonington Historical Society (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/deerislestoningtonhistoricalsociety/)
Downeast Institute (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/downeastinstitute/)
East Machias Aquatic Research Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/eastmachiasaquaticresearchcenter/)
Frazer Point (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/frazerpoint/)
Frenchman Bay Overlook (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/frenchmanbayoverlook/)
Frenchman Bay Scenic Turnout (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/frenchmanbayscenicturnout/)
Gleason Cove Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/gleasoncovepark/)
Gordon’s Wharf (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/gordonswharf/)
Great Harbor Maritime Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/greatharbormaritimemuseum/)
Green Lake National Fish Hatchery (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/greenlakenationalfishhatchery/)
Henry Cove (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/henrycove/)
Islesford Historical Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/islesfordhistoricalmuseum/)
Jonesport Historical Society (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/jonesporthistoricalsociety/)
Long Cove (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/longcove/)
Maine Coast Sardine History Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/mainecoastsardinehistorymuseum/)
McCurdy’s Smokehouse (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/mccurdyssmokehouse/)
Milbridge Historical Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/milbridgehistoricalmuseum/)
Milbridge Town Marina (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/milbridgetownmarina/)
Morong Cove (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/morongcove/)
Mount Desert Oceanarium (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/mountdesertoceanarium/)
Naskeag Point (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/naskeagpoint/)
Otter Cove (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/ottercove/)
Penobscot East Resource Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/penobscoteastresourcecenter/)
Penobscot Marine Museum (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/penobscotmarinemuseum/)
Penobscot Narrows Bridge Observatory & Fort Knox (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/penobscotnarrowsbridgeobservatory
andfortknox/)
Prospect Harbor (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/prospectharbor/)
Quoddy Head State Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/quoddyheadstatepark/)
RooseveltCampobello International Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/rooseveltcampobellointernationalpark/)

Shackford Head State Park (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/shackfordheadstatepark/)
Somesville Mill Pond (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/somesvillemillpond/)
Taunton Bay Gateway (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/tauntonbaygateway/)
Tidal Falls (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/tidalfalls/)
Waponahki Museum & Resource Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/waponahkimuseumresourcecenter/)
Wild Salmon Resource Center (http://www.downeastfisheriestrail.org/sites/wildsalmonresourcecenter/)
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